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Researchers and airline practitioners from the USA and UK collaborated in a four-year project to develop the
Facilitation Skills Assessment Tool (FSAT), an instrument to assess the skills of an airline facilitator. The final
phase of the FSAT Development Project was the evaluation of FSAT at two airlines – Thomsonfly (formerly
Britannia Airways) in the UK and Southwest Airlines in the USA. Statistical analysis allowed the combination of
data from both airlines; these 66 assessments demonstrated that FSAT was a valid and reliable instrument for
measuring facilitation skills.
briefings, crew debriefings in line operations,
mediated debriefs, and critical incident stress
debriefings (CISD) (Dismukes & Smith, 2000). In
airlines, facilitators usually come from the instructor
staff, often with the assumption that an able instructor
is also a competent facilitator. However, facilitation
requires skills beyond those of a traditional instructor
who is proficient in conveying information and
assessing performance. In facilitation, both the
information and the assessment come from the crew;
the facilitator encourages the crew to learn and
supports their self-assessment. The acceptance of the
FAA’s Advanced Qualification Program (AQP) and
the JAA’s Alternative Training and Qualification
Programme (ATQP) by the world’s airlines has
intensified the need for more and better-trained
facilitators. Facilitation skills are not intuitive;
extensive training and practice precede qualification
in this demanding craft. Inevitably, the need exists to
assess facilitation skills to assure the success of
individual instructors. In addition, the airlines have a
need to evaluate facilitation programs to assure
their return on investment for the resources spent
on facilitation.

Facilitation Skills
Facilitation is a discussion-based teaching process
where the instructor helps the crew self-analyze,
learn from their experiences, and draw their own
conclusions. Facilitation is effective with adults;
especially those with extensive experience, when
their performance is being examined. Facilitation is
appropriate for professionals, particularly when their
technical or human factors skills are under scrutiny; it
draws upon their professional experience to assess
their own performance rather than casting them as
examinees exposed to the judgments of an evaluator.
Factors, self identified by facilitation, have a much
greater acceptance level by the individual and are
more likely to have a permanent change in
performance. Primarily, facilitation requires the crew
to be active participants in the learning process with
the expectation that they will transfer their lessonslearned to their work environment (Dismukes &
Smith, 2000).
Facilitation in aviation training is central to Crew
Resource Management (CRM) training and
debriefings for Line Oriented Flight Training
(LOFT). Facilitation has expanded to include LOFT
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any airline training and evaluation system. It was
designed to fulfill a twofold purpose – training and
assessment. As a training tool, FSAT can be used to
train the trainer in facilitation skills. Similar to a
checklist, it can be used during facilitation to cue the
requisite skills. As an assessment tool, it can be used
to measure the trainer’s facilitation skills and to
provide formative feedback.

Background of FSAT
Dismukes, Jobe, & McDonnell (1997) of the NASA
Ames Research Center published a study of LOFT
debriefings in which they used a rating instrument,
The Debriefing Assessment Battery (DAB). While
conducting a field evaluation of the DAB at
Northwest Airlines, Smith and Sasso were able to
reliably rate facilitation of live debriefings with the
DAB (Dismukes, McDonnell, & Jobe, 2000). Besides
using the DAB as an assessment tool to rate
facilitation skills, Smith and Sasso developed an
instructor training curriculum that used the DAB as a
training tool to develop facilitation skills. In 2000,
Dismukes and Smith edited Facilitation and
Debriefing in Aviation Training and Operations,
which became the industry standard for teaching
facilitation. The Dismukes and Smith book promoted
the DAB as an effective instrument for training and
assessing facilitation skills.

Based on comments from the Gatwick facilitation
workshop (Smith & Smith, 2004), the FSAT
Development Team defined the Aims of Facilitation
(page 1 of attachment, FSAT). The Aims of
Facilitation were established to be the foundation for
defining the requisite facilitation skills. The team
recognized that there were numerous individual
techniques and personal approaches to performing
facilitation skills; however, the successful facilitator
should fulfill the Aims of Facilitation.
The FSAT measures 18 facilitation skills, broadly
categorized into Introduction, Discussion, and
Closing. Although the FSAT measurement scale may
replaced by an airline’s grading scale, the FSAT was
designed with an easy-to-use 5-point marking scale.
Conforming to the Stockdill and Smith
discriminatory marking scale, the FSAT scale uses a
two-step assessment of each skill. The first step is a
broad assessment of the Trainer’s skill, relating it to a
standard or a company’s expectations (Needs
Development, Professional and Competent, or High
Standard). The second step is a numerical refinement
of the assessment, comparing the skill of the rated
facilitator to other facilitators within the selected
category. Though many airline assessment systems
prefer a composite numerical grade, the FSAT does
not lend itself to a sum of all scores. Every
facilitation session may not require every skill on the
FSAT instrument; therefore, a composite or total
score should not be calculated. The overall level of a
facilitator’s performance should be based on the need
for specific skills.

At Gatwick, UK, Smith and Smith (2004, May)
conducted a facilitation workshop for airline training
managers that featured the DAB. Two realities
became clear in this workshop: (a) The DAB was a
research tool, not particularly suitable for assessing
the facilitation skills of airline trainers; and (b) The
industry and the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA)
needed a facilitation assessment tool to quantify
facilitation skills and ultimately to accredit airline
instructors as facilitators. After the 2004 Gatwick
conference, the authors (two airline practitioners, one
regulator, and two researchers) formed a team to
develop a facilitation assessment instrument. The
team determined that two tasks were required: (a) to
define the Aims of Facilitation and (b) to develop an
airline-friendly instrument to assess the skills of a
facilitator. The underpinnings of the development
project were the Dismukes et al. (1997) study, the
DAB, and the Dismukes and Smith (2000) book.
From 2004 to 2007, the team collaborated to develop
the Aims of Facilitation and the Facilitation Skills
Assessment Tool (FSAT).

The original FSAT, a set of 17 skills, was developed
by team deliberations grounded by previous research,
the lessons-learned from the Gatwick workshop, and
facilitation training experiences. The skills were
modified after the team solicited feedback from
external facilitation experts to provide content
validation of the instrument. The final phase in the
FSAT Development Project was the evaluation of
FSAT at two airlines – Thomsonfly in the UK and
Southwest Airlines in the USA. Prior to the formal
evaluation of FSAT, the team visited each host airline
to train facilitators using FSAT as a training tool.

Facilitation Skills Assessment Tool (FSAT)
The FSAT Development Team agreed that the
successor of the DAB should take the form of a short
practical checklist in plain language for easy use.
Moreover, the practitioners on the team insisted that
the facilitation skills in the instrument should
conform to the realities and practicalities of airline
training. FSAT is the response to the industry’s need
to quantify facilitation skills and possibly to accredit
airline trainers as facilitators. FSAT was written in
practitioner’s language and can be readily adapted to
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pilots are senior line pilots, responsible for certifying
new-hire pilots, conducting captain upgrade training,
and performing line checks. Currently, Southwest
Airlines’ check pilots do not assess the facilitation
skills of other check pilots or instructors. In
September, 2005, Ypsilon Associates conducted a
half-day advanced facilitation workshop for
instructors and a full-day advanced facilitation
workshop for check pilots at Southwest Airlines.
Both groups were introduced to FSAT, which was
used extensively as an instructional training tool and
as an assessment tool, particularly during workshop
practice sessions. After this training, airline check
pilots, using the Ypsilon Associates’ material,
conducted advanced facilitation workshops at
Southwest bases throughout the system. In 2006, the
Southwest training managers and the FSAT
Development Team designed the FSAT evaluation at
Southwest Airlines.

Facilitation Training
Thomsonfly
Thomsonfly is the low-fare airline of Thomson
Holidays who, in a web-oriented rebranding, used the
Thomsonfly name to include all of the UK flying
operations. As a result, the larger Britannia Airways
was rebranded as Thomsonfly in 2005.Thomsonfly is
the largest charter airline in the world; it has a fleet of
47 aircraft (Boeing 767, 757, and 737) and carries
over 8 million passengers each year from 20 UK
airports to over 80 destinations in 37 countries
(Thomsonfly, 2007).
Facilitation is not a new concept to Thomsonfly; the
airline is a trend-setter among European airlines in
fostering facilitation skills for all trainers. Facilitation
is featured in the Thomsonfly Instructor Accreditation
Course where training pilots receive personal
feedback on their facilitation skills during the course
practical sessions. The company’s Idiot’s Guide to
Facilitation is a familiar accessory of Thomsonfly’s
training pilots. When Thomsonfly volunteered to host
the FSAT evaluation; their first step was to increase
the facilitation skills of company standards captains,
those charged with training and assessing training
pilots. Collaborating with the FSAT Development
Team, Thomsonfly developed a two-day Advanced
Facilitation Course (AFC) for standards captains.
The course goals were to develop standards captains’
facilitation skills, to help standards captains develop
facilitation skills in others, and to introduce FSAT at
Thomsonfly. At the workshop, held at Luton, UK in
June, 2006, the Thomsonfly standards captains also
learned how to complete the FSAT evaluation forms.

FSAT Evaluation

Southwest Airlines

The FSAT Evaluation protocols were directed by a
professional evaluator, Dr. MaryJo Smith, Senior
Research Scientist, Ypsilon Associates, Minnesota,
USA. The FSAT evaluation at Thomsonfly was
conducted by the standards captains who were trained
at the AFC. They mailed their completed forms to the
FSAT Evaluator. The FSAT evaluation at Southwest
Airlines was conducted by three evaluators from the
FSAT Development Team. Before the team arrived,
the Southwest training manager sent a memo to all
check pilots and instructors who would be observed;
the memo explained the purpose of the visit and
asked for full cooperation. Travel expenses for three
team evaluators to visit Southwest Airlines in Dallas,
TX, were partly funded by a research grant from
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University Worldwide.

Southwest Airlines, Inc., based in Dallas, Texas, is a
low-fare airline in the United States. It is the thirdlargest airline in the world and the largest domestic
airline in the United States by number of passengers
carried. The company flies only Boeing 737s to
simplify maintenance and training. Southwest
Airlines, incorporated in 1967, has 485 of the newest
jets in the US, with an average age of 9 years. The
airline flies more than 80 million passengers a year to
63 cities (Southwest Airlines, 2007).

For this report, standards captains (Thomsonfly) and
evaluators (Southwest Airlines) are called evaluators;
training captains (Thomsonfly) and check pilots and
instructors (Southwest Airlines) are called trainers.
Evaluation procedures were similar at both airlines.
Evaluators were assigned to observe and assess
trainers’ facilitation skills during training events:
facilitated briefs, simulator sessions, and facilitated
debriefs. For both airlines, the simulator session was
not part of the evaluation protocol.

Southwest Airlines is similar to Thomsonfly in their
history of using facilitation in training programs and
their current approach to facilitation. At Southwest
Airlines, facilitation is used by two groups –
instructors and check pilots. Instructors are full-time
ground instructors and simulator instructors; check

Two versions of the FSAT form were created for this
project: (a) FSAT for Evaluator – Completed by the
evaluator during the brief and debrief to assess the
facilitation skills of the trainer; and (b) FSAT for
Trainer – A self-assessment completed by the trainer
after the training event was completed. The forms
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selected qualitative responses were included to
clarify and enrich the discussion and conclusions of
the evaluation.

asked the same questions and addressed identical
skills but were written in different grammatical
categories: third person for the evaluator form (“The
trainer identified …”) and first person for the trainer
form (“I identified …”). After the crew was
dismissed and both forms were completed, the
evaluator conducted a facilitated debrief of the
trainer’s performance. Though this debrief was not
part of the evaluation protocol, it was included to
give the trainers valuable one-on-one feedback of
their facilitation skills.

FSAT Evaluation Results
For a successful evaluation, FSAT observations
should correspond with self-analysis scores. For the
FSAT evaluation, it was hypothesized that there was
no difference between the FSAT observation scores
of the evaluators and the FSAT self-analysis scores
of the trainers. In order to combine the evaluator
scores of Southwest Airlines and Thomsonfly, a oneway analysis of variance was used to test for airline
differences. There were no significant differences in
any of the 17 skills between the airlines (p > 0.05 for
all skills); therefore, evaluator scores from Southwest
Airlines and Thomsonfly were combined. In order to
combine the trainer scores of Southwest Airlines and
Thomsonfly, a one-way analysis of variance was
used to test for airline differences. Two trainer skills
were different: (a) ways to maintain and/or improve
(p = 0.025) and (b) achieved participation of all
(p = 0.034). As there were no significant differences
in the majority of skills between the airlines (p > 0.05
for the remaining 15 skills), trainer scores from
Southwest Airlines and Thomsonfly were combined.

FSAT Evaluation Data
FSAT Instruments
The Facilitation Skills Assessment Tool (FSAT),
attached as an appendix to this document, is the
FSAT final version, approved by the FSAT
Development Team after the conclusion of the FSAT
evaluation. The FSAT final version evolved from
feedback from delegates during the advanced
facilitation courses and from evaluators during the
evaluation process. The FSAT final version differs
from the FSAT evaluation version in five ways:
(a) Grouping of questions was changed from four
groups
(Introduction,
Discussion,
Trainer’s
Guidance and Closing) to three groups (Introduction,
Discussion, and Closing); (b) Two questions were
renumbered to match the logical order of use; (c) “If
needed” was added to two questions to signify they
may not be appropriate for every facilitation session;
(d) Clarifying word changes were made to two
questions; and (e) One new question was added. The
added question was necessary because the evaluators
noticed that trainers focused on crew deficiencies.
The new question was inserted as Question 5 in the
FSAT final version: Trainer ensured positive aspects
of crew performance were clearly identified for
discussion. Because question numbers on the FSAT
final version (attached) differ from the FSAT
evaluation version, all questions in this report will be
identified by skill (bold words on FSAT) rather than
by question number.

Reliability and Hypothesis Testing
To evaluate the reliability of the FSAT instrument, a
Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the average
inter-item correlation. The Cronbach’s alpha, based on
standardized items, was 0.963 for the 17 FSAT skills,
indicating that these items measure a single
unidimensional latent construct. To evaluate the
research hypothesis, a one-way analysis of variance
tested for differences between the combined FSAT
observation scores of the evaluators and the combined
FSAT self-analysis scores of the trainers. There were
no significant differences in any of the 17 skills
between evaluators and trainers (p > 0.05 for all skills);
therefore, we concluded that the FSAT evaluators
observed skills that corresponded with skills selfanalyzed by the trainers. Table 1 shows the results.

FSAT Data
Factor Analysis
For each observation, two forms were generated, the
evaluator FSAT for observation scores and the trainer
FSAT for self-analysis scores. Each FSAT had three
types of data: (a) quantitative scores for 17 skills on a
five-point scale, (b) optional qualitative write-in
remarks for each of the 17 skills, and (c) qualitative
responses to seven questions on the back of the
evaluation forms. The quantitative data on the 17
skills are reported in this paper; in addition, a few

For further evaluation, a factor analysis was run to
ascertain which items loaded on which dimensions.
The distribution of values in the data set had a KMO
Measure of Sampling Accuracy of 0.918, which is
considered “marvelous” (George & Mallery, 2000,
p. 292). The factor analysis identified that the
instrument had two factors. The specific skills in each
factor are indicated in Table 2. Factor 1 was

667

identified as Facilitation Skills; these skills create a
quality facilitated session. Factor 2 was identified as
Facilitation Management Skills; these skills set the
tone of the session and provide the company skills
list to focus the discussion.

learning; additionally, this was actually mentioned by
the crew without prompting.” One instructor wrote,
“When I get a question, I try to ask the other
crewmember to respond first.” Table 2 lists the
combined skills, sorted by the mean.

Table 1. Comparison between Evaluators and Trainers
(Combined Thomsonfly & Southwest Scores)

Table 2. Combined Skills – Evaluators and Trainers
(Both Airlines)

Skill
Open, professional
atmosphere
Explained the roles
Identify topics
Explained rationale
Why things
happened
Ways to maintain
and/or improve
Line operations
Achieved
participation of all
Used questions
Active listening
Silence
Instructional style
Crew skills list
Topics not
addressed
Elicited feedback
Balanced the time
Summarized

Skill

Evaluator
mean

Trainer
mean

p

3.67
3.10
2.85
2.71

3.80
3.40
3.20
2.80

.58
.37
.19
.80

3.02

3.26

.41

3.30
3.42

3.44
3.47

.61
.87

3.48
3.18
3.05
2.83
2.96
2.26

3.55
3.22
3.32
2.89
3.12
2.92

.78
.88
.33
.84
.60
.07

3.33
3.07
3.16
2.88

3.37
3.53
3.22
3.16

.88
.07
.84
.40

Open, professional
atmosphere
Achieved
participation of all
Line operations
Ways to maintain
and/or improve
Topics not
addressed
Explained the roles
Elicited feedback
Used questions
Balanced the time
Active listening
Why things
happened
Instructional style
Summarized
Identify topics
Silence
Explained rationale
Crew skills list

N

Mean

SD

Factor

66

3.71

.84

2

66
62

3.50
3.44

.93
1.20

1
1

62

3.34

1.02

1

62
51
60
63
61
62

3.34
3.22
3.22
3.19
3.18
3.13

.99
1.15
.90
1.06
1.06
1.00

1
2
1
1
1
1

62
62
60
66
60
51
39

3.10
3.00
2.97
2.95
2.85
2.75
2.46

1.04
1.09
1.18
1.00
.95
1.23
1.05

1
1
1
1
1
1
2

Note. Table sorted by Mean.
The five skills with the lowest ratings fall into the
Needs Development category and provide these
airlines with focal points for improving facilitation
skills. The skill in Table 2 with the lowest rating,
(Crew skills list) was also the least observed skill.
These scores demonstrate that gains in this skill would
optimize training resources. One evaluator wrote,
“Nice skills list! Set a really nice environment for the
learners.” Another wrote, “If he had a CRM skills list,
he could have used it to emphasize his points.”

Discussion
In the FSAT evaluation, the Stockdill and Smith
discriminatory marking scale (Figure 1) related
scores to a standard or company expectations (Needs
Development, Professional and Competent, or
High Standard).

Figure 1. Stockdill and Smith
discriminatory marking scale

Table 2 has three skills that were assessed by all
evaluators and trainers (N = 66): (a) Open,
professional atmosphere; (b) Achieved participation
of all; and (c) Identify topics. These scores gave
evidence that these three skills are indispensable for a
quality facilitation session.

Combining scores from both evaluators and trainers
demonstrated that facilitation skills at both airlines
were professional and competent and met the
companies’ standards. Qualitative remarks gave
evidence that facilitation skills were valuable
resources. One evaluator wrote, “The instructor was
most willing to learn and use discussion-based

One skill (Explained rationale) was scored low but
had a high standard deviation, indicating that few
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trainers understood the requirements of this skill. One
skill (Line operations) was scored high but had a high
standard deviation, indicating that trainers either did
it well or did not do it at all.
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Conclusions
The evaluation of FSAT was successful; it is a valid
and reliable instrument for measuring facilitation
skills. The conditions for using FSAT are important;
the instrument was evaluated only in environments
where training preceded assessment. It was clear that
the companies and individuals should commit
significant time and resources to develop facilitation
skills. The evaluation also showed that trainers who
are informed about facilitation can identify their
strengths and weaknesses through FSAT. Most
trainers we encountered were receptive to learning
more about facilitation; in fact, several asked the
evaluators to give them feedback.
In the evaluation, both group training and individual
feedback were effectively used for teaching
facilitation and assessment. In most cases, trainers
were thrilled to receive one-on-one feedback from the
evaluators after their facilitation sessions. Trainers
felt that they learned about facilitation in a group
setting by watching demonstrations of facilitation;
however, when they did hands-on practice and
received personal feedback, they understood whether
their personal approach was effective. Though timeconsuming and expensive, individual training appears
to be the best accepted and the most helpful method
for teaching facilitation skills.

Attachment
1) Facilitation Skills Assessment Tool (FSAT) – pdf
document

The evaluators felt privileged to learn more about
facilitation by observing trainers in action. Both
airlines had master facilitators – not necessarily ones
who had been identified beforehand. Who are these
masters? They were interspersed among the trainers
and were identified as High Standard by the
evaluators. These facilitation masters, who beamed
when they were discovered, should be allowed to
“strut their stuff” for others. So much can be learned
from watching a master facilitator at work. Regular
facilitation assessments can identify the masters; it
can also identify particular facilitation skills that need
improvement; and provide guidance for a company’s
training department. Finally, facilitation should not
be limited to a handful of trainers in specialized
environments such as LOFT. All training personnel
(trainers, instructors, training captains, check pilots,
standards captains, managers, and regulators) should
be competent facilitators.
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